CHAPTER XI THE VOYAGE OF 1527 AND THE WRITINGS OF ROBERT THORNE
many years after the fiasco of 1521 we have no evidence of any communication between the English government and Sebastian Cabot, and the general inference from his record is that when Venice declined to adopt his scheme he devoted himself to the Spanish service.
Henry VIII, on the other hand, still thought of promoting the Arctic discovery, although by utilizing other commanders for that purpose. The Genoese had considered a plan for opening up a trade between Asia and Western Europe by way of Russia. It was a variant of their ancient trade-route through the Mediterranean and the Black Sea, now cut by the Turks, and it was actually operated for a few years in the late sixteenth century by the English Muscovy Company, whose factors went down the Volga and across the Caspian to Persia. About 1525 a Genoese named Paulo Centurione, who had been in Russia, came to London to place before Henry VIII the project of "conducting the spices and other merchandise of Calicut and Tauris into our parts of Europe by way of Muscovy".1 Russia at that date extended neither to the Baltic nor to the Black Sea, and it was therefore impossible for English ships to gain access to her by any known navigation. The Hanseatic League held the Baltic ports and controlled the trade inland from them to the Czar's dominions, and the League's policy was so monopolistic that it would not have allowed English merchants to use that route. The plan therefore involved the discovery of a new way to Russia by the unknown coasts beyond the northern extremity of Scandinavia. This may be indicated by the statement that Henry promised Centurione certain ships to go and discover new countries. Perhaps, if the northern seas proved navigable, it was intended to open the complete North East Passage to the Pacific, and so avoid traversing Russia at all. Alas, it remained but an intention, for "the good and industrious Paulo fell sick in London, and went to make discoveries in the next world".
Two years afterwards Henry achieved his design so far as to get an expedition to sea. The objective this time was the North West Passage,
1 No. 73, A projected spice trade. This Genoese authority, the only one for this transaction, gives the whole story under die date 1525. But since the series of events obviously covered several years, we are left in doubt whether 1525 was the exact date of Henry VIIPs interest in the affair.